This formal combat-formal in the sense that time, place, numbers, and the speciÀ cation of what constituted victory were arranged in advance and adhered to-caught the imagination of contemporary observers, even though it was by no means the only or even the À rst such challenge. Such writers as Jean le Bel, who was perhaps the earliest chronicler to write about the Combat, or Jean Froissart, who later adapted and elaborated on Le Bel's account, saw it as a pure example of chivalry: LeBel characterized it as "a most marvelous deed of arms that should never be forgotten," 6 -a contest of Rolands and Oliviers. 7 Froissart echoed this assessment. The two chroniclers lauded the participants as heroes because they took their vocation as warriors with unÁ inching seriousness, even though most of these men were at the time obscure À gures scrabbling at the margins of respectability. In the grubby Breton war, where plundering the weak and avoiding confrontation with the strong was normal behavior for combatants, these men embodied a more honorable type of conÁ ict, one involving men at arms against men at arms, equal numbers against equal numbers, and no retreat. They showed themselves as good as their word. They had said they would À ght to the end, and they did.
Because contemporaries-at least some of them 8 -found the Combat of the Thirty against Thirty so admirable, and because it continued to be commented on by writers in later generations, it is an excellent way to access attitudes toward war, courage, and chivalry. What does the combat tell us about how the men who took part in such challenges actually behaved? 9 We have a pretty fair idea of how chivalrous gentlemen were supposed to act when they challenged their king's enemies to a À ght. Although they were duty bound to oppose one another in war, and although even an arranged À ght could lead to death or horriÀ c injury, such matters
